Evaluation of the railway network distribution and its impacts on social and economic development has great significance for building an efficient and comprehensive railway system. To address the lack of evaluation indicators to assess the railway network distribution pattern at the macro scale, this study selects eight indicators-railway network density, railway network proximity, the shortest travel time, train frequency, population, Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the gross industrial value above designated size, and fixed asset investment-as the basis of an integrated railway network distribution index which is used to characterize China's railway network distribution using geographical information system (GIS) technology. The research shows that, in 2015, the railway network distribution was low in almost half of China's counties and that there were obvious differences in distribution between counties in the east and west. In addition, multiple dense areas of railway network distribution were identified. The results suggest that it might be advisable to strengthen the connections between large and small cities in the eastern region and that the major urban agglomerations in the midwest could focus on strengthening the construction of railway facilities to increase the urban vitality of the western region. This study can be used to guide the optimization of railway network structures and provide a macro decision-making reference for the planning and evaluation of major railway projects in China. economics [3, 4] . Accessibility has long been a central issue in transport geography and is a commonly used indicator in the field of transportation network analysis, transport planning, and land use [5, 6] .
Introduction
Railways are a basic element of transportation systems and have played a key role in social and economic development in many countries since the 19th century. With the recent rapid development of urbanization in China, by the end of 2016, the length of the railway network had reached 1.24 × 10 5 km, and the length of China's high-speed rail (HSR) network was nearly 66 times that of the United States (United States: 362 km) [1] . China's first HSR route (Shenyang-Qinhuangdao), on which trains operate at a speed of 200 km/h, opened in 2003, almost 50 years after the world's first HSR route in Japan in 1964. By July 2013, however, China had the largest HSR network in the world (at 9760 km), accounting for 46% of the world's total [2] . At the same time, China's GDP (USD 11.20 trillion) is only three-fifths that of the United States (USD 18.62 trillion) [1] , which implies a potential mismatch between railway investment and economic development and highlights the significance of having an efficient and comprehensive railway system. Evaluating the railway network distribution and its impact on social and economic development is an important area of research in economic geography and regional 
Methods
Based on the above data, the aim of this study was to examine the distribution pattern of the railway network at the county level using a new railway network distribution index. In this study, the distribution pattern of the railway network was assessed by the railway network density; railway network proximity; the shortest travel time; train frequency, which reflect the railway frequency of each county; the population; GDP; the gross industrial value above designated size; and fixed asset investments, which provide an indication of the social economic index. These indicators comprehensively reflect the characteristics of railway network distribution from the aspects of regional support ability, external convenience degree, external accessibility, service ability, and coordination with the population and economy [20, 26, 27] .
Based on these indicators, the railway network distribution index reflects the characteristics of railway network distribution. We have selected the analytic hierarchy process (AHP) method to assign the weight of each indicator. The main steps of the method procedure are: (1) the qualitative method is used firstly to select the indicators related to the railway network distribution, then the correlations between these indicators are analyzed, and finally eight indicators with less correlations are selected; (2) we construct the judgment matrix by Delphi expert investigation method, then solve for the weight of each indicator and judge the rationality of the weight vector. AHP provides a new, concise and practical decision-making method for the study of complex system which is composed of interrelated and mutually constrained factors [28] .
This study mainly referred to the method proposed by Jin [4] with adaptations to local conditions. In his study, the concept of transportation superiority is presented from three aspects-quality, quantity, and field-to reflect the scale, technical level, and relative advantage of transport infrastructure in China. Then, the transport network density, degree of influence of the transport trunk line, and transport superiority degree of locations are used as basic indicators to express transport superiority by utilizing Geographical Information System (GIS) technology. Based on the concept of transportation superiority, we used eight indicators to indicate the railway network density, railway network proximity, the shortest travel time, train frequency, and also social-economic indicators, which are better able to describe the characteristics of railway network distribution.
The specific technical process is shown in Figure 1 . The main research steps are as follows: (1) based on railway vector data, the railway network density was used to evaluate the supporting capacity of railway network facilities, and it is mainly applicable to linear transportation facilities [29, 30] ;
(2) based on the location of the county center and railway station, the railway network proximity was used to reflect the convenience of the county with respect to other counties, the higher the proximity, the better the traffic conditions, the higher the support for regional development, and the greater the potential for external connection [31, 32] ; (3) based on the train frequency data, the shortest travel time was used to reflect the accessibility of the railway network, and the train frequency data also reflected the external service capacity of each railway station. In China, the railway is the main mode of transportation for medium-and long-distance passenger transportation, and the shortest travel time directly reflects the importance and connectivity of the county in the national railway network [33, 34] ; (4) the above indicators combine social and economic factors, such as population, GDP, gross industrial value above designated size, and fixed asset investment, to depict the pattern of the overall railway network distribution.
The specific methods for determining the distribution pattern of the railway network in China at the county level were as follows:
(1) Railway network density, C 1i
The railway network density can be used to evaluate the supporting ability of railway infrastructure to regional development. Railway network density is a positive indicator: the larger its value, the denser the railway network and the better the regional railway conditions. Let the railway network density of county i be C 1i , the length of the railway network of county i be L i , and the area of county i be A i ; then the county railway network density can be calculated as follows: (2) Railway network proximity,
This reflects the ease of traveling from a county to other counties via the proximity of its railway network. In general, proximity is used to describe the reachability of two features in geographical space. In this study, proximity was used to characterize the impact of railways on regional transportation advantages. Based on the distance from the nearest railway station to the county center, qualitative indicators were quantified using expert scoring, and then a proximity value was assigned and classified. Table 2 presents the proximity of the railway network infrastructure in county i, and the distance from the nearest railway station to the center of county i is used to determine the weight; i represents a county in China. The expression of the proximity is as follows: 2 (1,2,3,..., ) = =  i i C P i n .
(2) (3) The shortest travel time,
The shortest travel time reflects the accessibility of the railway network in a region and is an important indicator to measure the external connections of a railway network. The shortest travel time is an hour, and the higher this value is, the worse the accessibility is.
This study used the train frequency data to calculate the overall shortest time in each county. ij T is the shortest railway time in county i and county j, and when there was no railway connection (2) Railway network proximity, C 2i
This reflects the ease of traveling from a county to other counties via the proximity of its railway network. In general, proximity is used to describe the reachability of two features in geographical space. In this study, proximity was used to characterize the impact of railways on regional transportation advantages. Based on the distance from the nearest railway station to the county center, qualitative indicators were quantified using expert scoring, and then a proximity value was assigned and classified. Table 2 presents the proximity of the railway network infrastructure in county i, and the distance from the nearest railway station to the center of county i is used to determine the weight; i represents a county in China. The expression of the proximity is as follows: The shortest travel time reflects the accessibility of the railway network in a region and is an important indicator to measure the external connections of a railway network. The shortest travel time is an hour, and the higher this value is, the worse the accessibility is.
This study used the train frequency data to calculate the overall shortest time in each county. T ij is the shortest railway time in county i and county j, and when there was no railway connection between the two counties, it was assumed that the shortest travel time was the maximum time for the railway service that can connect county i and county j. N is the number of counties in the region. The expression of the shortest travel time is as follows:
Tij/n i = (1, 2, 3, . . . , n).
(
(4) Train frequency, C 4i
Train frequency data can reflect the railway's service to the county area. i represents the county of China, while m i is the number of train frequency through county i:
(5) Railway network distribution index, C
We integrated the railway network density C 1i , railway network proximity C 2i , the shortest travel time C 3i , the train frequency C 4i , socioeconomic indicators of the population C 5i , the GDP C 6i , the gross industrial value above designated size C 7i , and fixed asset investment C 8i , through the analytic hierarchy process (AHP) method and, combined with the existing research results [4] , a railway network distribution index model was constructed. First, as an intermediate step, the eight indicators were standardized; as shown in Equation (5) . C ji is the normalized value of index j in county i, E ji is the original value of index j in county i, Max(E ji ) is the maximum value of index j in county i, and Min(E ji ) is the minimum value of index j in county i (j = 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, i ∈ (1, 2, 3, . . . , n)).
Secondly, the inverse indicator, such as the shortest travel time of the railway, was used to forward the reverse index. Thirdly, according to the degree of action of each indicator in the railway network distribution, the judgment matrix was constructed, and the weight of each indicator a j was calculated by AHP.
Hence, the railway network distribution index, C, of each county i can then be expressed as
where a j is the weight of each indicator, determined using the AHP.
Results

Spatial Pattern of Railway Network Density
China's railways, which are divided into ordinary and high-speed railways, currently provide important support for regional external relations. Figure 2 shows the distribution pattern of the railway network density based on the county-level administrative regions of China and reflect the ability of railway facilities to support the development of a county.
The following features of the distribution pattern of the railway network density are noteworthy: (1) The total length of railways in China is 77,800 km, and the total railway network density is 0.0082 km/km 2 . According to medium-and long-term railway network planning (2016-2030), by 2025, the railway network needs to reach about 175,000 km, of which the high-speed railway will account for about 38,000 km. (2) Railway connections are not found in 44.79% of counties. The lengths of railways are relatively short in some counties, so their densities are also low. For example, the railway network density between 0 and 0.01 km/km 2 in 195 counties (8.83% of all counties), and such counties have low support capacity for development. The railway network density is between 0.01 and 0.03 km/km 2 in 617 counties (27.94% of total counties); between 0.03 and 0.05 km/km 2 in 253 counties (11.46%). Only 6.97% of counties have railway network densities higher than 0.05 km/km 2 , and the railway contributes significantly to the development of these counties. (3) Railway network density is high in the central and eastern parts of China, while it is relatively low in the western part of China. In eastern China, in particular, the railway network density of the south is lower than that of the north. (4) Some regions of the railway network are particularly dense, including the Beijing-Tianjin region, the Yangtze River Delta region, and the Zhengzhou, Wuhan, and Chengdu Economic Zone. These areas have high spatial coupling with economic agglomeration and an urban system [36] ; thus, railway networks have a significant ability to support the socioeconomic development of China's dense urban areas.
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Generally speaking, the development of China's railway network has supported the rapid urbanization process to a certain extent, but based on the considerable population and economic scale, the construction of the railway network needs to be strengthened further to realize national railway connectivity, high-speed railways between provincial capitals, the rapid arrival of intercity railways, and the distribution of basic coverage to all counties by 2030 [37] . 
Spatial Pattern of Railway Network Proximity
The railway network proximity can reflect the external accessibility and convenience of travel of a county. The spatial pattern of railway network proximity at the county level is shown in Figure 3 , and has the following main characteristics: (1) The railway network proximity is 0 in 369 counties (16.71% of all counties), indicating a lack of accessibility. The number of counties with a railway 
The railway network proximity can reflect the external accessibility and convenience of travel of a county. The spatial pattern of railway network proximity at the county level is shown in Figure 3 , and has the following main characteristics: (1) The railway network proximity is 0 in 369 counties (16.71% of all counties), indicating a lack of accessibility. The number of counties with a railway network proximity of 0-0.5, and thus a lower supporting capacity for development, is 486 (22.01% 
Spatial Pattern of the Shortest Travel Time
The shortest travel time shows the external connectivity of the railway network and is an important indicator to measure the regional railway network structure and external geographical connections. The spatial pattern of the shortest travel time at the county level is shown in Figure 4 , and has the following main characteristics: (1) The shortest travel time is less than 9 h in 304 counties (13.77%), indicating that these counties have the highest degree of ease of external connection. The shortest travel time is 9-12 h in 594 counties (26.90%; higher degree of ease of external connection); 12-15 h in 166 counties (7.52%; lower degree of ease of external connection); and greater than 15 h in 1144 counties (51.81%; lowest degree of ease of external connection). (2) The shortest travel time has significant spatial differences throughout the country, characterized by a gradual rise from the coast to inland, and a concentration of areas with the shortest travel time in the eastern region. (3) Hachang agglomeration, Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei, the Yangtze River Delta (Shanghai, Nanjing, Hefei, and 
The shortest travel time shows the external connectivity of the railway network and is an important indicator to measure the regional railway network structure and external geographical connections. The spatial pattern of the shortest travel time at the county level is shown in Figure 4 , and has the following main characteristics: (1) The shortest travel time is less than 9 h in 304 counties (13.77%), indicating that these counties have the highest degree of ease of external connection. The shortest travel time is 9-12 h in 594 counties (26.90%; higher degree of ease of external connection); 12-15 h in 166 counties (7.52%; lower degree of ease of external connection); and greater than 15 h in 1144 counties (51.81%; lowest degree of ease of external connection). (2) The shortest travel time has significant spatial differences throughout the country, characterized by a gradual rise from the coast to inland, and a concentration of areas with the shortest travel time in the eastern region.
(3) Hachang agglomeration, Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei, the Yangtze River Delta (Shanghai, Nanjing, Hefei, and Hangzhou), the Pearl River Delta, Wuhan, Nanchang, and Changsha have the shortest travel time, and cover a wide area.
Generally speaking, based on the shortest travel time, the convenience of the railway network in China is generally low. On the one hand, this is due to restrictions placed on the construction of railways by the natural terrain; on the other hand, because the national railway system is not perfect, it is still necessary to strengthen the railway links and exchanges within the inter-regional and urban agglomerations. Hangzhou), the Pearl River Delta, Wuhan, Nanchang, and Changsha have the shortest travel time, and cover a wide area. Generally speaking, based on the shortest travel time, the convenience of the railway network in China is generally low. On the one hand, this is due to restrictions placed on the construction of railways by the natural terrain; on the other hand, because the national railway system is not perfect, it is still necessary to strengthen the railway links and exchanges within the inter-regional and urban agglomerations. 
Spatial Pattern of Railway Network Distribution
The railway network density, railway network proximity, and the shortest travel time reflect the contribution of the railway network to each county's development, and demonstrate the counties' future development potential. Integrating these three indicators and combining train frequency, population, GDP, gross industrial value above designated size, and fixed asset investment, the spatial pattern of the railway network in China was determined by setting the weight of each factor using the AHP method, as shown in Figure 5 . The weights of each indicator obtained by the AHP method were 0.1569, 0.2273, 0.3268, 0.1077, 0.0242, 0.0734, 0.0498, and 0.0340, respectively, and the consistency ratio was found to be CR = 0.03 < 0.1 which was through the consistency test. Hence, the normalized eigenvectors can be used as weight vectors.
The railway network distribution index is divided into five levels, namely, 0-0.01, lacking railway network distribution; 0.01-0.20, relatively lacking in railway network distribution; 0.20-0.35, moderate railway network distribution; 0.35-0.45, good railway network distribution; and >0.45, perfect railway network distribution. The following are the main observations of the railway network distribution in China: (1) 660 counties (29.89%) have a perfect railway network distribution, which provides the strongest support for future development; 423 counties (19.16%) have a good railway network distribution, indicating strong support for future development; 99 counties (4.48%) have 
The railway network distribution index is divided into five levels, namely, 0-0.01, lacking railway network distribution; 0.01-0.20, relatively lacking in railway network distribution; 0.20-0.35, moderate railway network distribution; 0.35-0.45, good railway network distribution; and >0.45, perfect railway network distribution. The following are the main observations of the railway network distribution moderate railway network distribution, and railway facilities in these areas have general support capacity but have strong development potential and opportunities; and 1026 counties (46.47%) lack railway network distribution and do not provide enough support for future development. (2) The railway network distribution index shows a pattern of decline from coastal counties toward the interior of the country, with the highest railway network distribution indices in coastal counties and the lowest indices in western counties and parts of central counties. (3) The railway network distribution index is significantly higher in central and eastern counties than in western counties, for example, Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei, the Yangtze River Delta, the Pearl River Delta, Chengdu-Chongqing, the Wuhan metropolitan area, the North Gulf Area, Shandong Peninsula, and Hachang District have higher railway network distributions than other areas of China, and also have strong development support.
Generally speaking, the railway network distribution of China is relatively effective, especially in the eastern region, where a relatively complete railway connection network exists, while the western region has a relatively inadequate network distribution. In the future, it might be advisable to strengthen the connections between large cities and small cities in the eastern region, so that large cities can drive the development of small cities around them. The major urban agglomerations in the central and western areas also could focus on strengthening the construction of railway facilities to promote the movement of people and industries between the east and west regions, thereby increasing the urban vitality of the western region. The distribution of railway network and economic development are mutually influential. The construction of railway infrastructure would promote the economic development of the region. Similarly, the economic development would also affect the operation and development of the railway infrastructure of the region. In this study, it is reasonable to take population and economic factors as indicators that reflect the characteristics of railway network distribution. Many scholars have studied The distribution of railway network and economic development are mutually influential. The construction of railway infrastructure would promote the economic development of the region. Similarly, the economic development would also affect the operation and development of the railway infrastructure of the region. In this study, it is reasonable to take population and economic factors as indicators that reflect the characteristics of railway network distribution. Many scholars have studied the relationship between transportation infrastructure network and economic development, which was the 'chicken and egg' problem. For example, Xie and Levinson (2009) provided an overview of transportation networks following five main streams: network growth in transport geography; traffic flow, transportation planning, and network growth; statistical analyses of network growth; economics of network growth; and network science [38] . The review pointed out the positive interaction between economic development and transportation network construction. Levinson (2007) examined the changes that occurred in the rail network and density of population in London during the 19th and 20th centuries, and the research found that there was a positive feedback effect between population density and network density [39] .
Discussion
Railway Network Distribution in Urban Agglomerations
The distribution structure of urban agglomerations according to the "5 + 9 + 6" plan is shown in Figure 6 , in which pink areas represent five national-level urban agglomerations, yellow areas represent nine regional-level urban agglomerations, and green areas represent six local-level urban agglomerations. the relationship between transportation infrastructure network and economic development, which was the 'chicken and egg' problem. For example, Xie and Levinson (2009) provided an overview of transportation networks following five main streams: network growth in transport geography; traffic flow, transportation planning, and network growth; statistical analyses of network growth; economics of network growth; and network science [38] . The review pointed out the positive interaction between economic development and transportation network construction. Levinson (2007) examined the changes that occurred in the rail network and density of population in London during the 19th and 20th centuries, and the research found that there was a positive feedback effect between population density and network density [39] .
Discussion
Railway Network Distribution in Urban Agglomerations
The distribution structure of urban agglomerations according to the "5 + 9 + 6" plan is shown in Figure 6 , in which pink areas represent five national-level urban agglomerations, yellow areas represent nine regional-level urban agglomerations, and green areas represent six local-level urban agglomerations. Based on this distribution structure, the railway network distribution index in each urban agglomeration can be calculated (see Figure 7) . The railway network distribution indices range from 0.16 to 0.41 for all urban agglomerations, indicating relatively lacking, moderate, and good distributions according to the spatial patterns of railway network distribution discussed in Section 3.4. The five national-level urban agglomerations all have moderate railway network distributions, which indicates that a moderate network distribution should continue to be a focus for supporting Based on this distribution structure, the railway network distribution index in each urban agglomeration can be calculated (see Figure 7) . The railway network distribution indices range from 0.16 to 0.41 for all urban agglomerations, indicating relatively lacking, moderate, and good distributions according to the spatial patterns of railway network distribution discussed in Section 3.4. The five national-level urban agglomerations all have moderate railway network distributions, which indicates that a moderate network distribution should continue to be a focus for supporting the fastest urbanization in national-level urban agglomerations [40, 41] . Of the nine regional-level urban agglomerations, Liaozhongnan, Jianghuai, Harbin-Changchun, and the Central Plains have good railway network distributions; the west side of the Straits, Shandong Peninsula, Guanzhong Plain, and Beibu Gulf have moderate railway network distributions; and Tianshan North Slope has a relatively insufficient railway network distribution. The construction of railway network facilities should be increased as an important driving force for urbanization in these areas [42] . Of the six local-level urban agglomerations, only Qianzhong has a relatively insufficient railway network distribution, and the others have a moderate railway network distribution. These local-level urban agglomerations are mainly located in western China, with relatively low urbanization levels and a moderate railway infrastructure that could support the economic development in these areas [43] .
Overall, the railway network distribution in internal urban agglomerations is not perfect; only four regional-level urban agglomerations have good railway network distributions, while the rest have medium or relatively insufficient railway network distributions. Therefore, in order to meet China's urbanization needs, as well as match the development of the population and economy, it is better to focus on strengthening the construction of railway network within the national-level urban agglomerations. good railway network distributions; the west side of the Straits, Shandong Peninsula, Guanzhong Plain, and Beibu Gulf have moderate railway network distributions; and Tianshan North Slope has a relatively insufficient railway network distribution. The construction of railway network facilities should be increased as an important driving force for urbanization in these areas [42] . Of the six locallevel urban agglomerations, only Qianzhong has a relatively insufficient railway network distribution, and the others have a moderate railway network distribution. These local-level urban agglomerations are mainly located in western China, with relatively low urbanization levels and a moderate railway infrastructure that could support the economic development in these areas [43] .
Overall, the railway network distribution in internal urban agglomerations is not perfect; only four regional-level urban agglomerations have good railway network distributions, while the rest have medium or relatively insufficient railway network distributions. Therefore, in order to meet China's urbanization needs, as well as match the development of the population and economy, it is better to focus on strengthening the construction of railway network within the national-level urban agglomerations. 
Railway Network Distribution in Four Economic Regions
The four major economic regions of China are shown in Figure 8 . The main features of economic and social development in the various regions are the development of the western region, the revitalization of the northeast region, the rise of the central region, and the leading development in the eastern region.
The railway network distribution index is 0.31 in the eastern region, 0.32 in the central region, 0.19 in the western region and 0.39 in the northeast region. The railway network distribution of the northeast region is the best, followed by those of the central and eastern regions, while the western region is the most insufficient. Wang et al. (2009) divided China's railway network expansion over the last century into four eras: preliminary construction, network skeleton, corridor building, and deep intensification [7] . Prior to 1950, the railway network mileage of the northeast region accounted for more than 40% of the network in China. In the 1970s, China implemented the policy of "reform and opening up" and shifted the economic center and railway construction to the southeast coastal region. During this period, the railway network in the eastern coastal region developed rapidly, 
The railway network distribution index is 0.31 in the eastern region, 0.32 in the central region, 0.19 in the western region and 0.39 in the northeast region. The railway network distribution of the northeast region is the best, followed by those of the central and eastern regions, while the western region is the most insufficient. Wang et al. (2009) divided China's railway network expansion over the last century into four eras: preliminary construction, network skeleton, corridor building, and deep intensification [7] . Prior to 1950, the railway network mileage of the northeast region accounted for more than 40% of the network in China. In the 1970s, China implemented the policy of "reform and opening up" and shifted the economic center and railway construction to the southeast coastal region. During this period, the railway network in the eastern coastal region developed rapidly, which led to unbalanced inter-regional development. In the late 1990s, China implemented balanced regional development and successfully put forward the strategies of "the great western development strategy," "revitalizing the old industrial bases in northeast China," and "the rise of the central region", which gradually enhanced the construction of the railway network in the central and western regions. In 2015, China proposed "The Belt and Road" development strategy, which provides targeted guidance for the future distribution of the railway network.
Therefore, according to the national development strategy, the future distribution of the railway network could focus on the central and eastern regions as well as the western urban agglomerations, while the western and northeast border areas may mainly consider their national security significance. A logical distribution of the railway network will guide urbanization and the development of population and economic aggregation. 
Limitations and Future Improvements
This study mainly considers railway passenger transport, and represents the size of railway passenger transport with train frequency data. Due to the difficulty in data acquiring, we do not take into account the freight volume situation of China in this study. Adding the freight transport information will definitely make the railway network distribution pattern more accurate.
Lim and Thill (2008) investigated how the intermodal freight-transportation network affects the ability of regions to position themselves more effectively in the national space economy, and the performance of the intermodal freight network was evaluated by comparing accessibility measures based on the highway network and on the intermodal network, respectively [44] . This research can provide reference and guidance for the future research for combining passenger and freight status, and reflecting the characteristics of the railway network distribution of China more precisely.
In this study, the distance from the nearest railway station to the county center, based on the 
In this study, the distance from the nearest railway station to the county center, based on the provincial-level functional area division, is used to determine the weight of railway network proximity using expert scoring. Potential future improvements could include setting different distance intervals and selecting different evaluation methods for expert scoring. In addition, the current research has only been applied to examine railway network distribution at the macro scale. The theory and evaluation method needs further testing if being applied to regions at small-and medium-scales.
Conclusions
Based on indicators of the railway network density, railway network proximity, the shortest travel time, train frequency, and also social-economic indicators, this study took advantage of a railway network distribution index to investigate the railway network distribution pattern in China in 2015. The results of this study could guide the optimization of the railway network structure and provide a basis for macro decision-making for the planning and evaluation of major railway infrastructure construction.
The findings were as follows: (1) In 2015, railway network density was relatively low in almost half of the counties of China. The railway network density was high in the central and eastern parts of China and relatively low in western China, and there were multiple dense railway network areas. The railway network proximity was high in nearly half of the counties in China, as was evident in the strip distribution. Based on the shortest travel time, the convenience of most counties in terms of external connections to the rest of China is generally low, with the convenience gradually rising from coastal to inland areas; the areas with the shortest travel time were mainly concentrated in the eastern region. (2) In 2015, the railway network distribution in nearly one-third of the counties of China was ideal. The distribution was grouped into two major zones with multiple dense areas. It might be advisable to strengthen the connections between large and small cities in the eastern region, so that large cities can drive the development of small cities around them. The major urban agglomerations in the midwest also could focus on several aspects such as strengthening the construction of railway facilities, promoting the movement of people and industries between the east and west regions, and increasing the urban vitality of the western region.
This study revealed the distribution pattern of the railway network in China and has significance for the optimization of the railway network structure and the development of urbanization in China. Based on the railway network distribution indicators, the national railway network is divided into five levels: insufficient railway network distribution, relatively insufficient railway network distribution, moderate railway network distribution, good railway network distribution, and perfect railway network distribution. Utilizing the advantages of the railway should be considered when planning economic development and industry activities. The five national-level urban agglomerations-Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei, the Yangtze River Delta, the Pearl River Delta, Triangle of Central China, and Chengdu-Chongqing-have moderate railway infrastructures, and local governments may harness the advantages of other transportation facilities in these regions, such as roads, aviation, and ports, to compensate for the inadequacy of the railway network, and actively participate in international economic competition to enhance China's urbanization. There are four regional-level agglomerations that have good railway network distribution-Liaozhongnan, Jianghuai, Harbin-Changchun, and Central Plains-Where the government may take full advantage of the railway network and promote regional integration. The railway network distribution of other regional-level urban agglomerations and local-level urban agglomerations is moderate or relatively lacking. In the future, the local government could plan for the reasonable construction of railway facilities and combine them with other modes of transportation to match the development of the population and economy.
